Role of prolactin and vasoinhibins in the regulation of vascular function in mammary gland.
The formation of new blood vessels has become a major focus of mammary gland research stimulated by the therapeutic opportunities of controlling angiogenesis in breast cancer. Normal growth and involution of the mammary gland are profoundly affected by the expansion and regression of blood vessels, whereas dysregulation of angiogenesis is characteristic of breast cancer growth and metastasis. Prolactin stimulates the growth and differentiation of the mammary gland under normal conditions, but its role in breast cancer is controversial. Its action is complicated by the fact that prolactin itself is angiogenic, but proteases cleave prolactin to generate vasoinhibins, a family of peptides that act on endothelial cells to suppress angiogenesis and vasodilation and to promote apoptosis-mediated vascular regression. This review summarizes our current knowledge about the vascular effects of prolactin and the generation and action of vasoinhibins, and discusses their possible contribution to the regulation of blood vessels in the normal and malignant mammary gland.